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'principles of population3; and by the time of J. S. Mill it had
become commonplace to speak of the 'law9 of value and the 'laws
which regulate the distribution of the produce of land, labour,
and capital'. The invariability of these laws, given the set of
conditions to which they referred, was assumed, They were as
immutable as the laws of natural science. And the business of
the economist was to reduce to a series of theories and laws the
whole of the phenomena falling within his province of know-
ledge. Strictly his task was to explain the economic system, not
to defend it or recommend improvements therein.

It is a matter of common experience, however, that those
who explain a matter affecting human welfare or activities to
those to whom it is obscure are liable to fall unconsciously
into defending it. It is still more common for a person con-
fronted with a reasoned explanation of something affecting him
vitally which has seemed unreasonable, to believe that the
explanation is intended as a defence. The economists, seeking
honestly to discover the laws of their science, have suffered in
both of these ways. Their theories have sometimes been framed
rather to defend the existing condition of things than to give
a true and full explanation of them. And they have often been
accused by the socialists of bolstering up the capitalist system
when they have merely been giving an honest explanation of
its working.

The classical theories of profits

A good example of the reaction of socialist teaching upon
economic doctrine is to be found in the development of the
theory of profits. Adam Smith and Ricardo made no attempt
to justify profits. They merely endeavoured to explain their
existence and the causes of their variation. The price received
for the product was shared by the landlord, the labourer, the
employer, and possibly a fourth person, if the employer were
using borrowed capital. By a great deal of somewhat confused
reasoning they endeavoured to explain how the shares of each
varied. The question whether any of the four were morally
entitled to their income did not arise.